Indoor Environment is that I see manuscripts before they have benefitted from the comments of erudite referees and editorial assistants. All scientific papers are written from a point of view, but special circumstances apply to environmental reports. It is difficult to think of an area of work that is more prone to political influences, and it is not always easy to distinguish between articles of this type and the more straightforward contributions.
Most easily edited are the reports of actual research, where the main task, provided the referees have indicated that the approach, the methods and the interpretation of the findings are sound, is to 'smooth' the text so that the author's message is clear and conforms to the standards of presentation of the journal. There are usually no major problems in these cases, just a lot of routine work.
It is the reviews, or the discussion parts of papers with an overt or disguised commercial or political bias that tend to provide difficulties.
Indoor Environment seeks a few such articles, since they provide excitement and can be very readable and provocative; indeed, I hope that challenge and debate will become the stock-in-trade of the journal. In case some readers need help in distinguishing between straightforward research papers and articles that set out to challenge current dogma, the generic title Opinion with a large question mark has been applied to the latter type. However, unless authors specifically indicate the section of Indoor Environment where they would like to see their contribution appear (always subject to peer review, of course), it is not always easy for one to guess to which section they rightly belong. I do not expect, even with the help of the members of the Editorial Board, to get a correct classification of all articles, so I hope that readers who believe an error has been made will resort to the Correspondence section of Indoor Environment to publicise their dissatisfaction. In the absence of guidance from the author, how is it possible to distinguish between political and the other manuscripts ?
Help in making the right judgement can be found in the philosophy of Wittgenstein (in Philosophical Investigations). Language, at least in my understanding of Wittgenstein, is a tool, and sometimes that used by authors reveals their intention.
A simple illustration of this is that political writers are seemingly unable to resist using the word 'issues', whereas scientists deal, or attempt to deal, with 'problems'. There are other indicative words. For example, to a scientist, the word 'significant' is most usually associated with the result of a statistical test, whereas to the politician or lobbyist it is a euphemism for 'important', or rather for what he or she would like the audience to think is 'important'. The appearance of these two tell-tale words in juxtaposition as 'significant issues' is a reliable hallmark of political thrust.
Another test applicable to the language of manuscripts is one that can be effective with students in an attempt to get them to think for themselves. It is most useful when an 'expert' uses large numbers with the aim of frightening people, particularly in media statements. If the socalled expert claims that, say, 4,000 cancer deaths will occur unnecessarily in the country because of avoidable exposure to an environmental pollutant, then the test should be applied. The test is to ask: how could he (or she) know such a thing? If the students can provide a logical sequence of steps as an an-swer, they understand at least something about how one seeks evidence in science; if there is no answer to the question, either there is an educational job to do, or we have smoked out a politician.
Most of the diseases used to frighten people about environmental problems are multifactorial, and the evidence for causation, such as it is, comes from epidemiological studies. It should be noted that 'expert' opinions expressed in the media do not always present the threatened outcome as a rate (is it per year, or in my lifetime, or what?), as one does in epidemiology. A second problem is that, although many deaths from the disaster may be claimed by the expert, it is rare for this number to be presented in relation to the incidence found before the problem arose. Furthermore, the likelihood of suffering the claimed adverse effect is seldom compared with that for any of life's other risks, such as suicide, or demise in an auto accident.
All scientific measurements are relative. In the first attempts at measurement by man, distance and the like was estimated in relation to the king's stride (suitably stretched to flatter the monarch), or some such other standard. Later, as physics developed, units were related to particular properties of matter. Nowadays, SI units of measurement are used routinely in scientific papers. It may not always be appropriate for a 'true' expert to use precise units of measurement when trying to explain things to the general public. Nevertheless, glib statements about risks without expressing this as a rate, and failing to relate the size of this risk to that from commonly understood other risks, is indicative of politics rather than science. So is it wrong to be a politician? Certainly not, provided the politician does not pose as a priest, physician or scientist, etc. Is it wrong to accept politically motivated articles for publication in a scientific journal ? Again the answer is 'no', provided that readers are able to distinguish politics from science, and do not confuse the view of protagonists as surrogates for state-of-the-art considerations based on all the available relevant data, and not just that selected by the protagonist to support his conclusion.
Those prone to accepting arguments on authoritarian grounds will never participate in the breakthroughs essential for progress. Yet we are presented with a dilemma: environmental risk questions are too complex for the lay public to understand themselves, so experts are charged with acting on their behalf. To achieve any changes that can be held up as achievements, there is a necessary simplification of the message, a stripping out of the complexity. One wonders if this oversimplification of arguments and evidence by politicians as they explain their point of view to the populace at large does not on some occasions corrupt the message. So, like most other scientific journals, Indoor Environment consists essentially of two kinds of article: reports of research findings and interpretations of findings, which in some cases are aimed at influencing what and how scientists, the general public and governments think about problems. Research papers are always limited by the constraints of the available methodology. Interpretation is held back by inertia, political pressures and failure to take a broad enough view. Thus, the contents of both kinds of article should be regarded as, at best, valid at the time of writing. New methods, new data and new insights might at anytime lead to different conclusions.
